3 when the divorce rate kept rising. 4 From 1985 to 2005, the divorce rate more than tripled.
In big cities such as Shanghai, the rate was seven or eight times that of 1980. 5 Hence, divorce has become the focus of national attention and people"s everyday talk. There is an unprecedented huge increase in the production of popular narratives of divorce. Most of these popular representations tend to reduce the complexity of the social issue of divorce as a result of political, economic and legislative changes to a personalized victim narrative of "abandoned woman." This simplified narrative often neglects the fact that in real life a group of well-educated and highly-paid elite women do not dread to initiate divorce thanks to their financial independence and changing social mores. Moreover, their upward mobility often puts their husbands under great pressure and threatens the men"s masculinity. 6 Standing at a lower rung of social ladder, low-income and laid-off female workers tend to feel more fragile in their divorce procedures.
Among a recent deluge of narratives about divorce, the most popular have been a best-selling novel entitled Chinese-Style Divorce by Wang Hailing and the television serial adapted from it that combines conventional victim narrative and neoliberal rhetoric of self-development. 7 This show shares a similar structure with many other recent family 4 Xinhua, "More Couples Get Divorce", China Daily, May 19, 2006.
5 Maureen Fan, "Chinese Slough Off Old Barriers to Divorce", Washington Post, April 7,
2007, A01. 6 Thanks to an anonymous reviewer for bringing this to my attention. Hailing"s original words), the female lead learns from both younger-generation cosmopolitan women and a perfect maternal figure of "good wife, wise mother" (xianqi liangmu).
What distinguishes this formulaic serial is the emphasis on the female protagonist"s lack of suzhi (quality), nengli (capacity), and ziwo (self), which is deemed to be the root cause of her marital failure. This explicit self-development rhetoric resonates with the sweeping popularity of various How-To marriage guidebooks such as
Wife's Art of War (Qizi bingfa), How to Make a Man to Love You for a Lifetime (Ruhe rang nanren ai ni yisheng), and the Chinese translation of Divorce is Not the Answer: A Change of Heart Will Save Your Marriage (Lihun wuji yushi: ruhe tiaozheng yu wanjiu hunyin).
As the new marriage law is often hailed as an indication of the withdrawal of the state from the private sphere, the enthusiastic reception of the above-mentioned self-help cultural products invites the compelling question: How a state-sanctioned and market- In Chinese-Style Divorce, Lin often acts like an old-fashioned "abandoned woman" by resorting to collectivist countermeasures and public opinions to deal with her domestic issues. . 16 In several places of the novel and the serial drama Chinese-Style Divorce, the female protagonist"s "low quality" (suzhi di) is criticized. In an interview, Wang Hailing states that a married woman should make enormous investment in self-development o prevent marital crisis in a popular talk show targeted at female audiences. See "Yang Lan inquires
Hence, this "Chinese-style" divorce is often characterized as a typical case of Chinese "middle-class divorce", which reflects the rampant marital crisis in contemporary China.
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Many critics regard "lack of self" (quefa ziwo) as the root cause of Lin"s personal problem.
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Viewers of the divorce melodrama also express similar views on numerous online forums of entertainment websites. For examples, Sina.com, one of the largest Chinese commercial portals, provides a special section for viewers to discuss about Chinese-Style
Divorce. In total, the web page lists out 742 audiences" comments. Many commentators regarded the television drama a faithful rendition of rampant domestic problem and criticized that Lin is a crazy "old hag" (huanglianpo) who cannot find her own self.
Though some female viewers showed sympathy and understanding to Lin, they also show, Liu Siqian, a Chinese feminist critic, has criticized an implicit patriarchal double standard in the serial. However, Liu has also emphasized that the biggest mistake made by Lin is her overlook of the "material foundation" (wuzhi jichu) of the marriage, i. e. the man"s desire for the woman"s body.
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Obviously, the ability of caring and improving one"s gendered qualities and individualized self has become an essential precondition for a woman"s success in the liberal modern society. Thus, divorce is narrated as a central mechanism that does not simply break up a romantic relationship but propels women to engage in a selfdevelopment campaign. Lin"s precarious position as a lacking wife is analogous to middle-aged factory women workers confronted with the threat of massive layoffs in contemporary China. For both groups, the prescribed solution is to make selfimprovement and acquire the capacity to realize their self-values through constantly adjusting and transforming themselves to meet the demands of the reconstituted political economy and cultural politics.
Retreat to the Domestic Interior
Nonetheless, as the improvement of female factory workers" capacity is achieved through their performance in a public sphere, the urgent need for Lin"s self-development is produced by her return to a privatizing domestic sphere. In the first few episodes of Following an establishing shot that shows Song reading patients" medical records and walking in the hallway of a busy hospital, the subsequent long take parallels a similar visual image: Lin is walking slowly from the back of a well-lighted and quiet classroom towards the front. Holding a Chinese textbook, she reads aloud a poetic passage along with a group of young students:
Little grasses are green, And wheat seedlings are green.
I live in the countryside, So my dream is green too.
Then she pauses, smiling at her students. The golden rays of the sun shining through clean windowpanes lights up her face.
However, the serene pastoral aura fades out soon in the face of the harsh reality.
The seemingly perfect balance of the leading man"s and woman"s professional labor is disrupted by a hierarchical sexual division of labor. When Lin is about to take the school"s comprehensive exams, her son falls ill. As her husband is occupied with his professional obligations, Lin single-handedly takes care of the sick child while cramming a huge pile of textbooks to fulfill her own career ambitions. Finally, the ailing son recovers with her nursing care, but Lin herself passes out in the middle of the exam.
Lin"s struggle with her double burden reminds us of a similar scene in Chen
Rong"s influential story At Middle Age (Rendao zhongnian, 1980). 20 Lu Wenting, the female protagonist, is also crushed by the mounting stress of playing the dual roles of a remarkable doctor, on the one hand, and a not-so-successful "good wife and wise mother", on the other hand. However, Lu"s tragedy was not so much read as a gender issue as a post-Cultural Revolution social problem of "intellectuals" burden". 21 As
Emily Honig and Gail Hershatter have noted, "Despite the explicit description of housework in the story, women"s double burden of work and housework was never an issue in the public discussion." 22 The term suzhi could also be found in Shen"s story in which it was used to describe the deteriorating physical conditions of Lu"s desexualized laboring body.
Nearly two decades later, the educated urbanites, especially male entrepreneurs, have become the privileged class in the booming neoliberal economy of contemporary China.
When another middle-aged woman struggles with her double burden, what is at stake now is not a social problem anymore but a personal choice to be made by an essentially gendered being. In order to ensure her son"s "quality education" (suzhi jiaoyu), Lin voluntarily resigns from her job and becomes a full-time housewife. This decision precisely reflects the reconfigured family structure in contemporary China. On the one hand, the modernized new types of danwei like Song"s American-invested hospital does not intervene into employees" domestic affairs and set a clear-cut line between the boundaries of the private and the public.
On the other hand, transformed from an extension of the socialist danwei system into a privatized space, the nuclear family in contemporary Chinese society is now responsible for vast financial investments in health care, housing, and children"s education.
As the market-oriented economy drives contemporary China towards greater self-reliance and individual development, children"s "quality education" has become the priority in the domestic economy of urban middle-class families. In her insightful analysis of "quality education", Ann Anagnost argues that suzhi "defines the middle-class family as a theater of neoliberal subject project production". 23 However, the highly gendered division of labor within the domestic sphere has not been discussed much. In Chinese-Style Divorce, the wife alone is shouldering the reproductive duties as a self-sacrificing mother. Her return to the domestic site severs her close ties to the public life as a social subject and transforms her identity from Lin Laoshi (Teacher Lin) to Song Taitai (Madam Song).
Lack of Consum(er)ability
Busily engaging in domestic chores, Lin seems to acquire more pleasure from her reproductive role in nurturing a high-quality child than from the middle-class privileges of consumption. However, her "virtuous transaction" in the domestic space does not earn her In short, she is not a desirable middle-class wife because she has no capacity or desire to consume in a classy way to distinguish herself as a high-quality middle-class wife from a baomu. The wide range of available commodities and services advertised on mass media and targeted at young female consumers do not offer Lin much pleasure but trigger her profound anxiety about aging. As class values gauged by one"s capacity to consume commodities appropriately are displaced into gender identities, Lin"s old-fashioned lifestyle is coupled with her undesirability as an object of male sexual consumption. While Lin tries desperately to please her newly rich husband by way of sex, Song makes every possible excuse (even including a fake erectile dysfunction diagnosis) to reject his wife. We may use the term "consum(er)ability" to designate this dual quality that Lin lacks.
To represent this lack of corporeal consum(er)ability extracted and transferred from the consumability of commodities, Jiang Wenli, a prominent Chinese actress in her forties, Going with this carefully groomed image of an understanding and attractive welleducated woman (zhixing nüren), Lin"s body movements also appear more controlled and graceful than usual.
Stepping up the platform, Lin makes a lengthy self-criticism tearfully. In this heartwrenching public confession, she first tells a well-known story that tends to naturalize the science of romance: On the eve of the wedding ceremony, a young girl asks her mother about how to maintain a happy marriage. So her mother lectures her that love is like a handful of sand. The harder you try to clench your fist, the faster the sand will slip away 22 between your fingers. Then Lin scolds herself for making such unreasonable effort to keep a firm hand on her marriage that she loses herself, which turns out to destroy their love and marriage. Therefore, the conclusion is, Lin emphasizes, that love is a capacity (nengli) to manage one"s marriage wisely and artfully so that one is able to get loved.
Accompanying the unfolding of the educational story, a series of camera shots cut back and forth between Lin"s preaching figure Lin"s self-blame and-regulation gesture, which softens her husband"s heart, turns the divorce melodrama into a highly gendered narrative of self-development in which each woman plays a role of the producer of consumable romantic fantasy within the domestic sphere. This attaches the interpersonal affective value of her consum(er)ability. To realize the exchange value of the romance, the wife is individually responsible for developing her lovability measured ultimately by the criteria of consum(er)ability. Through the radical self-improvement and-reform, a new subject of the wife is established through subjecting herself to the male desire. Thus, the divorce melodrama is transformed into a guidebook on courtship and marriage, which reduces the complexity of marital conflicts and social struggles into a standard model of a depoliticized and free individual"s artful management of risks, gains, desires and pleasures derived from one"s love life.
Paradoxically, this type of self-help romance narratives exhibit the glamour of "consum(er)able" female figures, publicize personal matters as commodities of consumable privacy while situating gender-related problems back into the private domain.
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Pursuit for Romantic Love
In this narrative of calculating the self-management of one"s romantic life, the younger generation displays the cosmopolitan consum(er)able surface of the highly self-disciplined body, while the mother"s generation embodies traditional feminine virtues of loyalty and first soap opera, which aired in 1991. However, the two apparently similar figures of "good wife and wise mother" yield a remarkable difference under closer scrutiny. As Lisa Rofel has suggested, Liu"s working class background makes her self-sacrificing behavior relevant to "the iconization of a model socialist citizen Lei Feng". 31 In other words, the redeeming power of Liu"s image retains close ties with vestiges of socialist labor aesthetics.
Compared to Liu, the characterization of Lin"s mother is premised on a revisionist rewriting of the Maoist memories through a "romantic love" narrative with "Chinese characteristics". In the serial, Lin"s mother chooses to make a lifelong sacrifice out of her whole-hearted true love for Lin"s father. She is represented as a genteel, loving, and wellbred lady who gains her personal value from her unconditional dedication to the maintenance of a happy and harmonious marriage. Rather than stirring any relevant memories of the historical specifics, the characterization of the elderly Maoist cadre is completely depoliticized and re-gendered as "a televised object", a simulacrum that situates moral and affective values not so much in the revolutionary tradition but more so in "a network of incessant, unreal circulation" of the signs of a transnational imaginary of undying romantic love in contemporary Chinese cultural politics. 32 The value of consumability is not only attached to the female figure in the divorce narrative but also to the revolutionary legacy that has been romanticized and feminized to cater to the contemporary Chinese TV audiences. Discussing the transformation of how desire and intimacy rewrite the politics of interpersonal relationships in everyday life in modern society, Anthony Giddens contends that in marriage and other intimate relationships "egalitarian communication" serves as a mechanism through which interpersonal equality and democracy could be pursued.
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However, this interpersonal democracy becomes vulnerable when confronted with the formidable alliance of the expanding neoliberal economy and a revived patriarchy. In the case of Chinese-Style Divorce, while Song"s attraction to a fashionable middle-class woman only testifies to his wife"s lack of feminine charm, Lin"s efforts in seeking interpersonal democracy through pursuing intimate relationships are ridiculed and punished.
After resigning from her job, Lin has been socially isolated and economically dependent. affairs. 36 The tightened control of media broadcasting and cultural products taps in the need of the current "harmonious society" (hexie shehui) campaign that prioritizes the maintenance of a stable and proper domestic order and places great value on "traditional" family ethics.
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Aiming to provide preconditions of peace and stability for further economic development, one of the goals of this political project is to encourage the "democracy of consumption" to divert people"s attention from struggles for gender equality and social justice to economic prove that men with virtuous wives make more money. 40 These "scientific" theories support the prevailing view that a well-qualified wife should maintain the proper middleclass domesticity so that her husband can fulfill his self-value through a market competition of individual bodily capacity.
Notably, urban elite women have contributed greatly to this new political discourse.
In 2005 the Beijing Women"s Federation organized a series of female college students" debate contests and seminars to articulate the connection between building a "harmonious family" and a "harmonious society". Yu Dan, a woman professor at the Beijing Normal University, has lead a surging wave of adapting traditional classics into self-help handbooks that allegedly guide people to cultivate a harmonious inner world and build a harmonious society. 41 By the same token, the Qiong Yao-style romance fiction and TV male genres focusing on important historical events or political issues, the woman"s genre is consumable but insignificant, and the problem represented is trivial and only meaningful for women in the domestic terrain. As a result, these similar family melodramas form an inter-textual relation to produce an emerging discourse of interiority and accumulate an institutional power in regulating the imagination of gendered subject position and domestic space.
Compared to the Maoist era when the family served as a fundamental unit for both genders participating in social production and political activities, the urban middle-class in contemporary China is substituting for the collectivization of the family with the apoliticization and privatization of "a sweet home". 44 The once blurred boundaries between the public and private has been redrawn. Cut off from the outside world that is marked by relentless competition, exploitation, and the dismantling of the socialist cradle-to-grave welfare system, the middle-class family is represented as a harmonious haven, soothing the pain of radical social changes, or a site where the quality of life is materialized through consuming high-quality commodities including feminine sexualities and romantic fantasies. As a result, the converging forces of a transnational middle-class 44 This being said, what should not be ignored is the fact that even during the Maoist era, the heavily sexual division of labor still persisted in domestic sphere and the burden of domestic labor largely fell upon women. The Maoist tenet that one"s value was fulfilled through his or her social labor enhanced the devaluation of the value of unpaid domestic and reproductive labor.
culture and an indigenous "harmonious society" campaign work towards reshaping women"s role to be the administrator of domestic consumption as well as the repository of romanticized traditional feminine virtues.
Paradoxically, this imaginary "harmonious" middle-class interiority is operated in the same logic of the market-oriented self-development discourse. This discourse not only inscribes a differential value to various professions (e. g. Lin as an elementary school teacher vs. Song as a surgeon in an American-invested hospital) and a hierarchy of gendered division of labor (productive vs. reproductive, paid vs. domestic), but it also fosters relentless competition between women on the basis of their corporeal and emotional consum(er)ability.
As "traffic in women" becomes a crucial indicator of male entrepreneurs" masculinity, the prevailing practice of "adopting concubines" (bao ernai) contributes directly to the currently skyrocketing divorce rate and many middle-aged women"s deep sense of anxiety. 45 In this sense, the state"s re-invention of Confucian family ethics and gender conservatism evokes memories of the ancient concubinage system. refers to the agreement signed by a wealthy married man and a young single woman who consents to be his mistress. Normally it entails the obligations of each party, such as the housing arrangement, living expenses and a certain amount of compensation that the man should provide for the woman who in return would cohabit with him in a "second home"
established outside of the institution of marriage.
